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Introduction 

 

As an ‘Employer of Choice for Gender Equality’ for over a decade Western Sydney University 

(WSU) has an excellent track record in gender equality initiatives. As part of the ‘Gender 

Equality Strategy and Action Plan 2015-2020’ the university intends to role model best 

practice in fairness and equity in the workplace and higher education environment. One of 

the priority areas from the current strategic plan includes Goal 5 “Building a flexible 

workplace which enables staff to balance work and life responsibilities, regardless of 

gender”. The university’s ‘Gender Equality Policy’ articulates a commitment to promoting a 

“gender aware and gender-responsive culture” with a focus on overcoming “barriers to 

gender equality in the workplace”. Returning to work or study whilst breastfeeding can put 

women at a disadvantage compared to other workers. Navigating the system to enable 

continued work or study, alongside maintaining breastmilk supply, can be challenging. 

Successfully combining work or study with breastfeeding an infant requires time, 

commitment and perseverance, on behalf of the mother, as well as a supportive work/study 

environment. The ‘Breastfeeding Friendly Communities at WSU’ project was funded as part 

of the university’s commitment to supporting initiatives that further enhance gender 

equality at WSU. 

This project commenced in April 2017 and a Research Assistant joined the project in May. 

Ethics approval was confirmed in June and interviews with key informants commenced in 

July. An online survey was developed and advertised, and subsequently opened to staff and 

students in September. This report will outline the data collected from the project and will 

present recommendations to further enhance the provisions for breastfeeding women at 

WSU. 

Background 

According to a recent Lancet series “breastfeeding makes the world healthier, smarter, and 

more equal” (The Lancet p.404). The benefits of breastfeeding include fewer infections in 

children; less dental malocclusion; improved brain function; and reduction in diabetes and 

obesity, and these advantages have been shown to continue later into life. For women 

breastfeeding decreases the risk of breast cancer, improves birth spacing, and has been 

linked to decreases in ovarian cancer and type 2 diabetes (Victora et al. 2016). In high 
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income nations such as Australia the rates of breastfeeding, and the duration of 

breastfeeding, are significantly lower than in poorer countries. This is a worrying statistic 

given that access to education, and access to health information, is higher in affluent 

countries (Victora et al. 2016). Clearly other factors are impacting on breastfeeding in first 

world nations. 

In Australia, according to the most recent ‘Infant Feeding Survey’, 9 out of 10 women 

commence breastfeeding. However, this figure decreases every month thereafter until at 5 

months of age only 1-2 out of 10 infants are exclusively breastfed (AIHW 2011). This is 

contrary to World Health Organization recommendations for exclusive breastfeeding until 6 

months and continued breastfeeding (as well as complementary foods) until 2 years of age 

and beyond, or until mutually agreeable. The WHO global breastfeeding data reveals that 

cultures which accept breastfeeding as the norm, experience high uptake of breastfeeding, 

and continued breastfeeding for the recommended durations.  

Two of the key inhibitors for breastfeeding, in high income countries such as Australia, are 

return to work and breastfeeding in public (AIHW 2011). This study will focus on one 

university setting to assess the provision of facilities and policy’s for breastfeeding women 

and their experience of navigating return to work or study after having a baby. 

This study benchmarks WSU breastfeeding policy and provisions, against those in other 

universities and also compares the WSU policy and provisions against the Australian 

Breastfeeding Association (ABA) “Breastfeeding Friendly Workplace” standards. The study 

provides data on the experiences of staff and students who have combined breastfeeding 

with return to work or study, and the experience of those who have accessed the designated 

breastfeeding, or parenting, spaces. The project has produced data on what aspects of WSU 

policy and provisions are working and recommendations on what could be enhanced to 

better meet the needs of breastfeeding women. 

Study Aims 

This study aims to describe the provisions for a breastfeeding friendly environment at 

Western Sydney University campuses and will answer the following questions: 

1. Do existing WSU policies, and facilities, meet the needs of staff and students who are 

breastfeeding? 
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2. How do existing WSU breastfeeding policies compare with other Tertiary Institutions 

in NSW? 

3. What are the barriers and facilitators to accessing the breastfeeding friendly spaces at 

WSU? 

4. Does WSU meet the ABA standards for a Breastfeeding Friendly Workplace? 

Method 

This study used a mixed method design to gain an insight into the provisions for 

breastfeeding women at WSU. An audit was conducted to capture the provision of 

breastfeeding friendly spaces. Semi structured interviews were collected with 6 key 

informants from Equity and Diversity, Capital Works, Student Services, Security, Parramatta 

Child Care Centre (CCC), and Penrith CCC. In order to benchmark against other universities, 

semi structured interviews were also conducted with one key informant from the University 

of Technology Sydney and one from the University of Newcastle NSW. An online qulatrics 

survey was used to collect responses from 108 staff and students of WSU who have 

breastfed a child within the last 2 years.  In-depth interviews were collected to gain a deeper 

insight into the experiences of 8 staff and 2 students from WSU. 

Table 1: Participants and Data collected 

Data Data Source Number 

Online Qualtrics survey 
responses 

WSU staff and students 
108 

Key Informant Interviews 
with staff from WSU 

WSU staff from Equity 
and Diversity, Capital 
Works, Student Services, 
Security, Parramatta CCC, 
Penrith CCC 

6 

Key informant interviews with 
key staff at two other 
universities in NSW  

UTS and UON staff 
2 

In depth interviews with staff 
about their experience of 
breastfeeding on campus 

WSU staff 
8 

In-depth interviews with 
students about their 

experience of breastfeeding on 
campus 

WSU students 

2 

Total   126 participants 

 

Survey data was analysed using SPSS to generate descriptive statistics. All interviews and 

open responses from the survey were imported into NVIVO. The structured interviews with 

key informants and open responses to survey questions were analysed using content 
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analysis. Thematic analysis was used to analyse the 10 in-depth interviews with staff and 

students. 

Findings 

The findings from each aspect of data collection will be presented here, followed by 

recommendations. 

Audit of spaces 

This project began with an audit of the spaces and information available for students and 
staff at orientation to the university. The university has provided numerous facilities on 
campus for breastfeeding women and parents. Six spaces were audited on the 3 largest 
campuses Campbelltown, Bankstown and Parramatta (See Appendix 1).  
 
We began with an audit of the campus maps. We noticed that all of the maps had the 
designated women’s room and parenting room’s identified except for the Campbelltown 
campus map and Parramatta Campus Map which did not indicate where the parenting 
rooms were located. According to the information on the maps there were no baby change 
facilities or women’s room/parenting rooms available at Werrington South and North 
campus.  

Of the 6 rooms audited the room which came closest to meeting the ABA requirements for a 
‘breastfeeding friendly space’ was the Campbelltown Parents Room. However, our audit of 
the campus maps indicated that neither the Parents Room nor the Women’s Room were 
identified on the campus map. In some cases the audited rooms met part of the stipulated 
requirement but not the full requirement and were subsequently marked as a not meeting 
that requirement. This happened predominantly in relation to areas such as the availability 
of a temperature control in the room, or a welcoming space with pictures on the wall, or the 
availability of extras such as a mirror or a clock. Consistently the 6 rooms lacked: signage 
that clearly indicated the room use and whether it was occupied, capacity to lock the room 
from the inside and pull window covers down, detailed users guide displayed in the room or 
on the intranet, access to a designated fridge, an easily accessible booking system, and ABA 
brochures or resources available.  
 
We also audited the student diary as it has information for commencing students. Whilst the 
student diary did contain a lot of valuable information for students, there was no 
information on the university support for breastfeeding on campus and female students’ 
rights with regard to breastfeeding. The diary did not identify parenting rooms on each 
campus however it listed these as being at Bankstown and Nirimba campus only. There was 
a lack of information in the student diary about baby change stations and parenting rooms 
across all campuses. 
We also conducted an audit of the availability of designated breastfeeding spaces on 
Parramatta campus during graduation. We discovered that the designated breastfeeding 
spaces were locked during this time and that breastfeeding women, visiting the university on 
this day, were advised to use the disabled toilet to feed if they needed privacy. This was 
despite the fact that the university designated breastfeeding spaces were in close proximity 
to the Graduation venue. In order to gain greater insight into the university policy’s and 
provisions for breastfeeding women we interviewed key informants from the university. 
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WSU Key informants 

Key informants from the university participated in an individual, semi structured, interview 

regarding existing policies and provisions for breastfeeding women on campus. There was 

staff representation from Equity and Diversity, Capital Works, Student Services, Security, 

Parramatta Child Care Centre, and Penrith Child Care Centre. All staff indicated a supportive 

attitude towards women who are returning to work or study whilst still breastfeeding. They 

could also identify the WSU policies that applied to breastfeeding on campus such as: 

‘Children on University Premises’ policy; ‘Discrimination, Harrassment, Vilification, and 

Victimisation Prevention policy;  Equal Opportunity and Diversity policy, Family 

Responsibilities in the Workplace policy, and the Supporting Parents Toolkit, and they were 

also aware of the NSW Anti-discrimination Act. Staff felt that from a policy perspective the 

focus tends to be on staff provisions: 

KI 1: “…our focus is often in a staff perspective. All the policies available are available for 
access to anyone via the DDS, but it's not really, it's not something that I would 
imagine students would navigate fairly regularly.  

Staff identified the need to improve communication about breastfeeding facilities, and the 

rights of breastfeeding women on campus, in particular for students. There was 

acknowledgement that information is available for staff when returning to work from 

maternity leave however students have to search for information on campus maps and 

online. For example informants indicated that students could access information about 

parenting and breastfeeding spaces in the student diary however we know from our audit 

that this does not contain much information for students. 

Staff confirmed during the interviews that the parenting rooms are provided by Capital 
Works whereas the Women’s rooms are set up by student services. We found that the 
provisions in the Parenting rooms are different on each campus. There was a lot of confusion 
over whether the parents room or women’s rooms where locked or open access during 
business hours. One Key informant stated  

KI 2:  They're unlocked during business hours and then they're locked so they have 

to ring security…and have it added to their swipe card” 

In discussion with another key informant they indicated that access to the parenting rooms 

required individuals to request access. 

KI 4: Okay. The women's room is currently open from 8 AM to 8 PM. It's like, on 
free access, so all you have to do is turn the handle and you can walk in. The 
parents' room down in EHA is on swipe access and you actually have to 
request access to it. 
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On Hawkesbury campus there was a different response 

KI 3: I think because they're not on swipe card, they're sort of like, they're 
unlocked during business hours…Most of them, you can get into at any time 
during the business hours. 

The capacity to lock the door from the inside also seemed to difffer. 

Elaine:  Do you know if those rooms, all of those rooms in all of the campuses, can be 
locked from the inside? 

KI 2: Yes, they can be. 
 
We tested the doors in the rooms audited and only one had the capacity to be locked from 
the inside. This raised the question about what happens if someone is using the room and 
the door is locked and another parent wants to gain access. 

Elaine: Okay, so once one person's in there no one else can access. 

KI 4: Yeah. Once that person locks the door, no one else can access it. 

Interviewer: Right. And the swipe access, that's quite simple for students to have 
added to their card? 

KI 4: Yeah, anyone can ask. Just for the parents' room to have access or the 
women's room. 

 

Key informants discussed the fact that males and females can access the parents room 
which limits the space in terms of breastfeeding privacy as there are no cubicles or curtains. 
If a male is using the room this can cause discomfort for women who are expressing 
breastmilk as there is no additional privacy in the room. There was discussion that the 
availability of a curtain to screen the woman, for privacy when using a breastpump, would 
be a good addition. Standardisation of the rooms should include the option for a privacy 
screen for women who are expressing breastmilk or breastfeeding. 
 
KI 2:  Interviewee: We're trying to sort of standardize, but I just need to be clear 

that we don't call it the breastfeeding room, we call it the 
parenting room 

Elaine:  Right. 
Interviewee: Just so we can cater for male or female wanting to, for their 

parenting needs. 
Elaine:  Yeah. 
Interviewee: So, it's always more of a parenting room. 
Elaine:  Yes. And, you're planning to standardize the parents' room 

across - 

Interviewee: As much as we can. 

During graduations at Parramatta campus I asked one of the security staff where students 
could breastfeed their baby if they needed to during the graduation period and he said that 
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because the baby change tables are in the disabled toilets he usually recommends there. 
During an interview with a representative from security the participant clarified what is the 
standard security information regarding this: 
 

KI 4:  Yes, we will get requests constantly throughout graduations for quiet spaces 

for breastfeeding and for, you know, with the students and things like that. 

We're firstly we recommend the quiet room upstairs in EE so they can still 

watch the graduations and things like that, as well as breastfeeding or with a 

screaming child or what have you…. Then we would recommend the other 

spaces….I mean, most of the baby change facilities are located in the disability 

toilets, and you certainly wouldn't want, well, I wouldn't want to breastfeed 

my child in them, because they smell. 

There was a definite sense of commitment noted that a review of these spaces was needed: 

KI 1:  I think a review of the spaces is, well it's on my agenda, that they were set up 
a while ago, so doing a proper audit given, as I said, the issues that came up at 
Kingswood [with the first aid room being used for breastfeeding and women 
having to walk through security to access], and making sure things are still in 
place.  

The availability of on campus childcare centres which cater to staff and students who were 
maintaining breastfeeding was viewed very positively. Key informants from the childcare 
centres indicated that, in addition to regular places for staff and students, they reserve 
places for casual bookings to enable students to request places on an adhoc basis. 

Students access to information from the WSU homepage was discussed by the key 

informants as an area that may require additional attention: 

KI 3:  On the services and facilities for current students page there's a tab called on-
campus services. Now, if you scroll right to the bottom of that it's got 
parenting support, including breastfeeding provisions….it has a list of 
parenting and breastfeeding facilities on campus. 

  
This site also has a link to the Supporting Parent Toolkit but this is directed to staff only. 
Increasing the availability of information on breastfeeding facilities and rights for students 
did consistently come up as an issue that required more attention. This finding was similar to 
what key informants from other universities have identified as an issue. 

Key informants from the sector 

There are currently 8 universities in Australia that have achieved ‘Breastfeeding Friendly 

Workplace’ accreditation. These include 4 in NSW (Sydney University, University of NSW, 

University of Newcastle and Macquarie University) (for more info see the following link 

https://www.breastfeeding.asn.au/workplace/accredited/education). We interviewed a 

key informant from Equity and Diversity at two universities’ in NSW, one with Breastfeeding 

https://www.breastfeeding.asn.au/workplace/accredited/education
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Friendly Accreditation, the University of Newcastle (UON) , and one without, University of 

Technology Sydney (UTS). 

The key informant from UTS indicated that the university plans to become an accredited 

Breastfeeding Friendly workplace.  UTS currently has designated spaces for breastfeeding 

which include: 

“The rooms include a private space, it's either a lockable door or a curtain, a chair to use 

when breastfeeding or expressing, a power point, and access to a sink or hand-washing 

facilities and a bin. Some of them include nappy change facilities and microwave, a fridge 

or freezer, and a lockable storage.” 

The key informant identified that at UTS students do not tend to come on campus with 

children. They stated it would be rare to see children or babies on campus. There are 

currently five existing parent’s rooms and two expressing rooms, with two more in the 

planning. The informant did acknowledge that there is a problem ensuring that students 

know about the facilities and the policies pertaining to breastfeeding. According to the 

informant “the information about breastfeeding spaces is available on the online campus 

maps but it takes “some digging” to find them”. The interviewee suggested that lockable 

fridge boxes might be a good option for storing breastmilk in communal spaces. She 

concluded that becoming breastfeeding friendly would be a positive move: 

“I guess having the plan to be a breastfeeding friendly workplace is a massive step in the 

right direction because that opens you up to a whole lot of marketing materials that you 

can put around campus. That opens doors to students being …I guess, more forewarned, 

therefore armed to be able to ask questions and assert their rights” (KI7). 

The key informant from the UON, which is a Breastfeeding Friendly Workplace, disclosed 

that the university has 6 parents rooms on campus. 

“At our largest campus we have four breastfeeding friendly rooms. So they have a 

comfortable chair, a change table ... They have a microwave, a fridge… they have water 

nearby. They're fairly neutral spaces apart from that…the spaces are open to anyone, but are 

lockable and have blinds” (KI 8). 

This participant identified that the UON campuses do have children on campus and childcare 

facilities for staff and students on campus. She did acknowledge that there is room for 

improvement in terms of the promotion of the facilities: 

“…a lot of students can't navigate university webpages overly well and I can't even do it. I 

think that sometimes it's just very difficult. So I think that unless somebody actually has the 

idea to have a look for those facilities, they may just assume that there aren't any.”  

The informant disclosed that students were often unaware of the existence of these 

designated spaces. 
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In reviewing the websites at both of the comparison universities we noticed that the 

websites differed in terms of breastfeeding support visibility. For example when typing in the 

word breastfeeding to the UON website the link to the Breastfeeding Friendly Workplace 

Accreditation appeared along with the information about the breastfeeding spaces on 

campus (See Appendix 1). At the UTS home page, when the word breastfeeding was typed 

into the search box, a link to an old report on World Breastfeeding week celebrations at UTS 

in 2016 appeared.  The UON example shows that becoming a Breastfeeding Friendly 

Workplace increases the likelihood that information about breastfeeding spaces at the 

university can be identified more readily. When searching the website of Macquarie 

University, which is also a Breastfeeding Friendly Workplace,  a link to the “Come Back Pack” 

was noticed which includes information for staff who are returning to work and continuing 

to breastfeed (See Appendix 2).  

Whilst the other university’s had similar problems as Western Sydney University in terms of 

ensuring that students were aware of the facilities available, accreditation as a breastfeeding 

friendly workplace ensured that information on the UON policy and provisions for staff and 

students were readily available.  

The next step in this study was to determine the staff and student experiences of navigating 

the WSU campuses whilst combining breastfeeding and return to work or study. 

Qualtrics Survey of WSU Staff and Students 

We collected the responses from a total of 108 WSU staff or students using a Qualtrics 

survey. Data cleaning, prior to importing into SPSS, included the removal of 12 responses 

due to less than half of the survey being completed and a further 17 responses were deleted 

because the participant was reporting on an experience that was prior to starting at WSU. In 

total 79 survey responses were analysed (see Figure 1). 

Figure 1 Qualtrics survey responses 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

108 responses to survey 

 

Removed: 12 responses less than 50% 

of the survey completed 

 

Removed: 17 responses where 

breastfeeding experience was more 

than 2 years ago or at another uni  

 

79 responses analysed 
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The birthplace of 66% of survey particpants was Australia and 34% were born overseas. All 

participants were aged between 18-49 years and the majority of participants were aged 30-

39 years. Responses were analysed from both staff (27%) and students (73%). The majority 

of participants had been at WSU for 1-5 years (53%). There was a spread of responses from 

all campuses of the University with the majority of responses coming from staff or students 

at Parramatta Campus (36%). Some participants were currently breastfeeding 37% and many 

were no longer breastfeeding at the time of the survey 63%. Partipants predominantly had 1 

child (49%) (see Table 2). 

Table 2 

How many children do you have? 

 Frequency Percent 

 1 39 49.4 

2 22 27.8 

3 12 15.2 

4 6 7.6 

Total 79 100.0 

 

Some participants had combined breastfeeding and work or study for 7-12 months (27%) 

and 6% had maintained breastfeeding for less than 1 week after return to work or study. The 

majority of participants, who were currently breastfeeding their baby, planned to continue 

breastfeeding until 9-12 or 12-24 months (13% and 13%). 

Responses to the question about breastfeeding on campus revealed that the majority of 

respondents had not breastfed on campus but indicated that they would feel comfortable 

breastfeeding on campus if they needed to. 

                       

The responses were quite different when it came to the questions on expressing breastmilk 

on campus. The majority (40%) of respondents indicated that they had not expressed 

breastmilk on campus. Those who indicated that they had expressed on campus  

predominantly stated they did not feel comfortable expressing breastmilk on campus when 

they needed to. 
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For those respondents who had not had to express breastmilk on campus in the past the 

majority indicated that that they would not feel comfortable expressing breastmilk on 

campus if they needed to. 

 

Expressing breastmilk is an activity that women request to do in private. On campus access 

to private locations for breastmilk expression was found to be very difficult. Women also 

indicated that lack of access to a fridge to store expressed breastmilk was also a factor in 

their decision not to express. When breastfeeding an infant it is important for women to 

express milk during the day to ensure there is sufficient breastmilk production to meet the 

ongoing needs of the infant. Access to a private space and a fridge is necessary for this 

breastfeeding activity. The audit of breastfeeding spaces on campus indicated a lack of 

access to fridges for storage of milk. In answer to the question ‘How important is access to a 

fridge for expressed breastmilk’ all of the 53 people who answered this questions indicated 

it was important, with 63% rating it a very or extremely important. 
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The responses to the question about lactation breaks indicated that half of the women had 

taken advantage of this and the other half had not. 

 

 

Some staff and students had used the designated spaces for breastfeeding such as the 

women’s room (5.5%), and parents room (14%) however the majority of respondents 

indicated they either had not used the spaces (31.5%) or they were not aware the spaces 

were available (49%). 

The majority of participants indicated that the breastfeeding spaces were not easy to locate 

or only somewhat easy. In answer to question 46, regarding whether the breastfeeding 

spaces met their needs, the majority of respondents answered ‘no’ the space had not met 

their needs (58%). 
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Many staff and students chose to use other non-designated spaces to breastfeed (52%) such 

as their car or a supervisor’s office. In answer to the final question ‘Has the university helped 

you to meet your breastfeeding goals’ 26% of respondents indicated that the university had 

helped them to meet their goals, 33% indicated the university had somewhat helped, and 

24% answered ‘no’ that the university had not helped them.  

 

Open Text responses 

Open text responses to survey questions yielded a deeper insight into students or staff 

decisions around breastfeeding. 

Positive experiences 

In describing their experience of breastfeeding on campus some women provided a detailed 

account of their positive transition back in to the workforce: 

“I returned to study when my second child was 3 months old to complete a post 
graduate certificate in research. The School of Business was so accommodating 
and my supervisor (also a working mum) was absolutely amazing. I would bring my 
daughter to all of our meetings and would breastfeed in her office while we 
chatted about my research project. She even recruited colleagues from the school 
to take my daughter for little walks when she was a bit unsettled. It was one of the 
most supportive study environments I have ever known and I was so proud to be a 
staff member and student of an institution that truly 'walked the talk' about being 
family friendly. I am not sure if my experience is common but it was exceptional, 
and breastfeeding on campus was one part of that. (OTR 16) 
 

 
The following participant identified the importance of supportive policies for return to work 
and study: 
 

My experience as a working mum and student has only been positive and I know 
that the University has a number of policies and initiatives to support 
breastfeeding mums which is great. 

There were many examples in the open responses of participants describing a supportive 

and enabling environment at the university 
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 Thankfully I have a wonderful and supportive group of colleagues and friends who 
made me feel safe breastfeeding my baby in our shared office space 
 

 After coming from an organisation who requested I express in a storeroom with no 
power point, I was pleased to know that policies and support existed at WSU 
 

 I have been very lucky to BF and have positive teachers who have happily allowed me 
to bring my baby to class. This has had a huge impact on my BF and parenting 
experience these past nine months. 

An overwhelming positive response was received about the University based child care 
centres. There were many positive open text responses from women who have used the 
child care centres. The supportive and encouraging nature of these facilities came across 
strongly in the survey feedback also.  

Challenging experiences 

Space to breastfeed 

Some participants described the difficulties they experienced in navigating the return to 

work or study whilst breastfeeding. For example in response to the question “why have you 

not breastfed on campus” participants disclosed “ It is too complicated”, “I didn’t feel that I 

had a safe or comfortable place for myself or my baby”, “not having the facilities to do it 

other than in my car, theres no privacy”. There were many descriptions of less than optimal 

experiences in trying to locate suitable spaces to express breastmilk  

“I returned to classes four weeks after having my daughter and have been able to 
breastfeed during most of my classes. I did experience some negativity at leaving 
my baby with her grandmother outside of a lab classroom and was told I would 
have to breastfeed outside the main corridor past the glass doors. This experience 
left me shocked, frustrated and upset…” (OTR 4) 

Some women described having to breastfeed in the “women’s prayer room” on campus to 
avoid being in a space that men could enter. 

Many women described breastfeeding in their car when their infant was brought onto 
campus for them. This was described as the quickest place to access although was not 
always the most comfortable space for mother or baby.  

Space to express breastmilk 

Women described difficulties locating a suitably private space to express breastmilk: 

“I expressed milk in the breastfeeding room which is joined to the disability 
room. I barely noticed it existed so was lucky to find it. Students go in there who 
don’t use the facilities a lot, which was disruptive. One staff member yelled at 
me because I didn’t look disabled when I was in there. I showed her my milk and 
she apologised. There was no easy powerpoint access near the chair and no 
nearby sink either. Both are really needed for expressing!” (OER 55) 
 
I asked for a suitable expressing room on my campus and was offered a large 
bathroom where I could sit on the side of the bath, or the first aid room - which 
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could be entered at any time by any staff member and provided no real privacy. 
(OER 58) 

In response to the question why have you not expressed breastmilk on campus some 

participants stated: 

“No private place to do so and not enough time” 
“No room” 
“I felt too uncomfortable and didn’t want to do it in a toilet” 
“Unaware what area I can use without making other students uncomfortable” 
“I have nowhere to store it during long days” 
“Not suitable environment and freezer to store breast milk” 
“Not enough private space or facilities” 
“No refrigeration” 

Negotiating with Male supervisor  

Those who had expressed breastmilk on campus gave detailed accounts of their experiences 
including the following long text responses: 

“With my first child I remember coming into work for a half day meeting and 
feeling too embarrassed to ask my (male) supervisor for time during the day to 
express. My breast were enormous and extremely painful by the end of the day 
and it was horrible sitting in the meeting and feeling the let-down reflex and 
hoping that I didn't start leaking through my shirt. The whole meeting was made 
up of men or women who hadn't had children and already I felt that my 
maternity leave from the project had been a hindrance so asking for 30 minutes 
to breast feed was just more of me being a hassle. In the end when I returned to 
work full-time after 10 months maternity leave I decided it was easier to wean 
than to try and maintain breastfeeding.  With my second child I just made sure I 
didn't have long-meetings scheduled. I had also moved campus to Parramatta 
and used the privacy of my office to express when I did come in.” (OER 30) 

 
Women described being asked to use the toilet to express breastmilk, in particular the 
disabled toilet, which they found significantly off putting. Others described locating the 
parent’s room to express breastmilk and arriving to find the door locked. Walking to security 
was deemed to be too time consuming so women used their cars for hand expressing or 
decided to wean their infant. When looking for options to store their expressed breastmilk 
one woman described driving it home as staff were uncomfortable with it being stored in the 
staff fridge. Some brought their own cooler bag with ice bricks to store their expressed milk 
so as not to upset the other users of the fridge, others described discarding their milk as no 
suitable storage facility was available. 

Unprofessional lactation breaks 

Women told of their experience of taking lactation breaks as something that other staff 
frowned upon. Women felt that taking the breaks meant they were deemed ‘unprofessional’ 
by co-workers in some areas. In response to the question ‘Has the university met your 
needs’ the following response captured common feedback that lactation breaks are offered 
but not accounted for in the daily work expectation: 

“No. Whilst they advise you can take paid lactation breaks they do not adjust 
your workload or management expectations of your output to account for 
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these breaks. They also struggle to provide staff facilities on non-student 
campuses” 

These accounts detail the very complex nature of navigating the institution as a 
breastfeeding woman and the practicalities of utilising space and provisions that are offered 
as support. 

How could the university better support you? 

WSU is a university which cares about gender equality as evidenced by the ongoing 

commitment to improvements and innovation in this area. We wanted to ascertain what 

women felt could be improved and how the university could better support women to 

return to work or study whilst continuing to breastfeed their infant. 

The following responses are a snapshot of the open response suggestions: 

 Ensure mothers that are breastfeeding know they have support from the university. 

 Greater awareness of available spaces to breastfeed and express. Greater awareness 
amongst staff that this is a legitimate reason to take a break from work. (I know my 
request for lactation breaks was approved by my school workload committee, but 
only after some female members emphasised that this was covered under the EBA). 

 Private expressing room with fridge etc. Not in the disability bathroom 

 Train male managers to know when supervising lactating mothers to ask them what 
they need 

 It would be good if those in supervisory roles were made aware of these needs and 
opportunities and actively supported them (instead of requiring mothers to take the 
proactive role in requesting them). It is hard to ask for these things as you already 
feel like a burden on the university by taking maternity leave and the limitations you 
have as a mother when you return to work. Sending a blanket email around by HR is 
not enough. Instead it would be nice to have a one-on-one meeting where these 
things were openly given and supported. 

In response to the last question “Is there anything else you would like to share? the 

following two quotes capture the general consensus on the experience of returning to 

work/study while breastfeeding.  

 Returning to work while you are still breastfeeding is difficult. The separation from 
your child is physically tangible, as your breasts fill with milk during the day and your 
baby is not around to feed. This makes the separation physically difficult, which adds 
to the emotional difficulties that you are already experiencing. There is a perception 
that women will wean their child before they return to full-time work, but this is not 
always feasible. 

 In both instances upon returning to work my supervisors were supportive but ill-
informed about breastfeeding requirements. It would be good if HR could supply a 
fact sheet to supervisors because well-meaning suggestions like "could you express in 
the toilet" cause offense and stress when already preparing to leave your baby and 
return to work. 

The Qualtrics survey has provided an insight into the experiences of staff and students 

combining returning to work or study with breastfeeding. Whilst many responses were 

positive there are some key areas that have been identified in this process which the 
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university can now consider for the future. In addition, individual stories have been captured 

in unstructured, in-depth, interviews which provided participants with the opportunity to 

narrate their own experience in more detail and in a chronological order. 

In-depth Interviews with Staff and Students 

The in-depth interviews with 10 staff and students are currently being analysed using 

thematic analysis. At the present level of coding the emerging codes have been:  feeling 

comfortable with breastfeeding on campus, facilitative child care facilities, feeling 

uncomfortable to express breastmilk on campus, supervisor attitude impacting on 

breastfeeding , lack of options for storing breastmilk, poor communication about the 

availability of facilities, need for more private spaces, and enabling a positive breastfeeding 

culture. This data will continue to be coded using NVIVO to better represent the staff and 

student experience of return to work or study. 

Conclusion 

Western Sydney University has a strong track record in gender equality and is committed to growing 

a gender aware culture. The strategic commitment to enabling parents to return to work or study, 

whilst managing their childcare responsibilities, makes this study an important one for the university 

to consider. The findings from this study support the need for a fresh review of the designated 

breastfeeding spaces, on all campuses, to ensure alignment with ‘Breastfeeding Friendly Workplace’ 

guidelines. A review of, and update to, the parenting, and female only spaces, on campus will place 

the university in an optimal position to submit an application for Breastfeeding Friendly Workplace 

accreditation. This will provide further endorsement of the university’s commitment to genuine 

gender equality for staff and students. 

Recommendations 

The following recommendations are suggested to improve the gender equality on WSU 

campuses. 

1. Improve promotion of the available breastfeeding friendly spaces on all WSU 

campuses 

2. Align the current spaces with the Australian Breastfeeding Association Breastfeeding 

Friendly Workplace requirements (see Appendix 3) 

3. Seek Accreditation as a Breastfeeding Friendly Workplace 

4. Ensure staff supervisors and teaching staff are aware of the university position of 

breastfeeding and return to work or study 

5. Celebrate World Breastfeeding Week each year and promote the facilities and 

provisions for breastfeeding women on the home page. 

6. Provide students and staff with a return to work or study pack similar to those at 

other universities (see Appendix 2). 
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Outcome 

1. An abstract, based on this study, has been submitted following a call for 

contributions to a special issue in the International Breastfeeding Journal. The 

abstract has been reviewed by the editors and we have been invited to submit a 

paper from this work to the Special Issue on Breastfeeding in Public. The paper 

submission due date is 31st March 2018 at which point it will be sent out for peer 

review. 

2. As a result of enquiries regarding this project we have developed a positive 

collaborative relationship with Sasha de Silva who is the Team Leader – Breastfeeding 

Friendly Environments at the Australian Breastfeeding Association ‘Breastfeeding 

Friendly Workplace’ (BFW) team. Ms de Silva would be happy to work with the 

university to meet the BFW best practice requirements. For example, in order to 

achieve accreditation an organisation does not have to meet every one of the 

conditions but needs to demonstrate how they can modify the condition to ensure 

access for the woman. 
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Appendix 1 Audit of WSU Parent’s Room and Women’s Room 
 

Australian Breastfeeding Association Room 
requirements for Accreditation as Breastfeeding 
Friendly 

B
an

ksto
w

n
 

P
aren

ts rm
  

B
an

ksto
w

n
 

W
o

m
e

n
’s rm

 

C
am

p
b

ellto
w

n
 

P
aren

ts rm
 

C
am

p
b

ellto
w

n
 

W
o

m
e

n
’s rm

 

P
arram

atta 

P
aren

ts ro
o

m
 

P
arram

atta 

W
o

m
e

n
’s rm

 

Designated fridge available in the room for the 
storage of breastmilk ideally with a freezer for 
storage of ice packs. Or, access to a fridge in a 
lunchroom ? 

NO NO NO NO NO NO 

Room can be locked from the inside and only one 
person has a key, all windows are covered 

NO NO YES NO NO NO 

Signage clearly indicates the room use and 
whether it is occupied. 

NO NO YES NO NO NO 

Detailed guide for users of the room is displayed 
in the room and on the intranet 

NO NO NO NO NO NO 

Comfortable chair with stable base, low arms, 
generous width and of a height that allows feet 
to be placed comfortably on the floor. 
Upholstered using an easy to clean fabric. More 
than one seating option available. 

YES YES YES YES YES YES 

Table placed within easy reach of the chair and 
power point with consideration given to the 
height at which the breast pump will be placed in 
relation to user 

NO YES NO YES NO NO 

Powerpoint positioned within easy reach of chair 
and in close proximity to table or power cord 
supplied 

NO YES NO YES YES YES 

Adequately ventilated and at a comfortable 
temperature with temperature control available 
to the room user 

NO NO NO YES NO NO 

Hand and equipment washing sink available in 
the room with soap and hand towel, washing 
detergent and kitchen paper 

YES NO YES NO NO NO 

Waste bin provided and emptied regularly YES YES YES NO NO NO 

Lockable storage for breast pump equipment 
available in room and at desk or personal locker 

NO YES NO NO NO NO 

Room is clean, tidy and uncluttered. Nicely 
decorated with pictures on the wall to create an 
inviting space. 

NO  YES YES NO NO YES 

ABA brochures and resources available NO NO NO NO NO NO 

Room is within the same building       

Easily accessible booking system in place via 
Outlook or similar 

NO NO NO NO NO NO 

Room has any or all of the extras below 
provided: Mirror, Radio, Coat/bag hook, 
Computer, Clock, Anti-bacterial gel 

NO 
but 
has 
micro
wave 

YES 
Hook 
only 

YES 
Hook 
and 
micro
wave 

NO NO YES 
Hook 
only 
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Appendix 2 Macquarie University Come Back Packs for Staff 
 

“Come Back Packs for staff 

Are you a Macquarie staff member planning your parental leave or returning to work after parental 
leave? Contact the Equity and Diversity Unit to get your free Come Back Pack. It includes: 

 Breastfeeding, Women and Work booklet, 
 Tip cards - set of 4 

 7 Helpful Hints for learning to breastfeed 
 7 Suggestions for breastfeeding your baby - anywhere, anytime 
 7 Helpful hints for solving breastfeeding problems 

 7 Important facts for fathers about breastfeeding 
 Pamphlets and Brochures 

 Breastfeeding Confidence (while stocks last) 
 Alcohol and Breastfeeding: A guide for mothers 
 Online Breastfeeding Cafe Caregivers Guide to the Breastfed Baby 
 Suggestions on using an Electric Breast Pump 

 Other inclusions 
 Australian Breastfeeding Association's brochures (when available) 

 7 day Breastfeeding Helpline fridge magnet 
 Electric Breast Pump Hire 
 Australian Breastfeeding Association Booklet titles 
 Breastfeeding Education Classes (when available) 

 Back copy of Australian Breastfeeding Association's bi-monthly magazine, 
Essence 

To request a Come Back Pack, contact the Equity and Diversity Unit “ 
(https://mq.edu.au/on_campus/diversity_and_inclusion/women_and_gender_equity/brea
stfeeding_on_campus/) 

  

https://mq.edu.au/on_campus/diversity_and_inclusion/women_and_gender_equity/breastfeeding_on_campus/
https://mq.edu.au/on_campus/diversity_and_inclusion/women_and_gender_equity/breastfeeding_on_campus/
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Appendix 3 UON BFW Guide 
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